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Introduction (Stuart Horne): The Cynthia Stokes Brown oral history project is presented by the
Big History program at Dominican University of California. This project is supported and made
possible by Dominican University of California, the Cynthia S. Brown Trust, the generosity of
Cynthia Stokes Brown’s family, friends, and colleagues, and Penguin radio.
Reid: Today’s Tuesday, April 25th, 2017 and Annie Reid is interviewing Cynthia Stokes Brown
in her home office in Berkeley, California. We’ll be discussing her experiences at Dominican
University of California. So, Cynthia, I mainly just wanted to ask you what your experiences
were at Dominican, the courses that you taught, and how you came to Dominican in the first
place?
Brown: Okay, let me start with that, my husband and I separated in 1980 and suddenly I had to
find a job. Luckily he supported me for a couple of years because I was finishing a book, I think
my book on Septima Clark. He was very generous in enabling me to continue doing that. So the
first year or two I took part-time teaching jobs. One at Antioch West College in San Francisco
and one at Los Medanos Junior College but I knew I had to find a full-time job and I did it
through a neighbor who knew Barry Kaufman who was the chair at the Department of Ed so she
urged me to apply. I had never heard of Dominican so it was just that lucky connection with my
neighbor that drew me to Dominican and then Barry and I hit it off right away. He was a red
diaper baby from New York and he knew all about Paulo Freire’s philosophy and ideas and I had
written a little pamphlet about that from my experience in Brazil. So, you know, we just liked
each other right off and so the job that was open was teaching the curriculum and instruction
course for both the elementary students and the secondary students. The program was so small
that they hadn’t even divided the curriculum course into two parts and I do remember being
asked how I would do that. Of course, I never taught curricular instruction and I boldly said I’m
not really sure but I’m certain I can figure it out. So, I got hired and it was just the perfect fit for
me. I had never worked at the university level before so I didn’t know about academia in general
but I have heard bad stories about big institutions where everyone was cat and dog at each other
trying to defeat each other and rise up through the ranks and all this terrible competition and I
didn’t find any of that at Dominican and I certainly didn’t want to find any of it. So we had this
very felicitous small department that Barry ran, Marry Crosby ran the elementary program, and
very soon I became the director of the secondary program we kind of separated. I think there
were only three or four students in the secondary program when I came on but they kept
increasing fast. So pretty soon I was directing the program and… which I enjoyed greatly. I
inherited it from [unclear] who had done a beautiful job. So, I just carried forth her program,
modifying it as I found appropriate and first I think I taught a course called Education and
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Politics… something like that and then the curriculum instruction course, and then you know
there were various seminars for students to go out and observe in the first semester and then in
the second semester I mostly observed their student teaching. So it was a very authentic way to
teach cuz I had to watch them do what I suggested that they do and that kept me honest and
informed about what was really going on about these schools. Plus it was just so gratifying to
have watched their personalities develop and in most cases what they needed from me was
reinsurance that they were doing a good job which after the time they were. So, I just greatly
enjoyed that aspect. Then, of course, eventually, I learned that there were a few students who
weren’t doing a good job and I had to learn to let them know right away so they can have time to
try to change what they were doing and I had to be very specific about what I thought they
needed to do and then there were a few, finally, who really could just not do it and I very much
enjoyed working with them, helping them understand that it was in their personalities that made
it just seemed impossible for them to be teachers but they were perfectly capable people that
could find other things to do and for all of my students I remember the very best and I remember
the ones who tried so hard but were just not cut out for it. So, I guess I’m now talking about my
experience at Dominican. I just loved it, I loved everybody and I loved the fact that at lunch I got
to talk with colleagues in every department and that certainly helped developed my Big HIstory
ideas because I wasn’t closed off in one way…
Reid; Were you also teaching in the history department at the same time?
Brown: Most of the time I was busy directing the secondary program and I was not in the history
department but once I heard the idea of Big History, which was in 1991, I very much wanted to
teach such a course in itself. My doctorate degree was in the history of education so I really did
have a foot planted in both fields so I began to see how I’m going to get to teach at the history
department too and it turned out that Sister Patricia Dougherty who’s the chair needed a course
about Colombus in the year that we celebrated the 250th anniversary so I said I would be glad to
do that. I’ll teach a course named Colombus and the world around him. So I did, had a wonderful
time, very successful course, students loved it, so that reassured Patty that I could do it and I
wouldn’t cause any trouble. So a year or two of that I persuaded her to let me teach the World
History and Geography course and I debated about whether to ask her whether I could make it
into a Big History course but I decided not to ask her because that would just cause her problem
but of course, I put it on my syllabus and gave it to her but we never talked about it and I taught
mostly world history and geography but I expanded it back tot he Big Bang and spent some time
on astronomy and chemistry and geology and the students loved it because they were going to be
elementary school teachers and they had to teach astronomy and geology and the basic ideas and
they had never ever thought about it being connected in that story so it was a very exciting
teaching experience and of course their elementary school teachers were are the most creative
people in the world so they devised timelines and games and all kinds of stuff that was were
really just marvelous. So that brightly encouraged me to keep pursuing Big History but then of
course Barry came and said look, Cynthia, we need you in the Ed Department, I can’t spare you
all these courses you want to teach in history you’ve got to make a decision. Either you go to
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history and then I hire somebody to replace you or you come back but I can’t replace you when
you’re so drawn back and forth and then I don’t know what you’re going to do and it makes it
very hard for me. So then I had to decide and the history department had very free majors so I
was afraid of going out of business and I knew that if I taught in the history department I would
have to teach a whole lot of courses just because there were just so few faculty members that had
to cover so much material. And at that point, I had forgotten how old I was but I was old enough
to think, you know that sounds like way too much work… I better go back to what I know so
that’s what I did.
Reid: Did anyone take up the early Big History type courses that you’ve been teaching?
Brown: No, they didn’t but I was close enough to retirement and I retired a few years early
because why… I don’t know but mostly because I had a bummed hip and I needed to have hip
replacement but I made the decision to retire before I had the operation and I had no idea how
much better I was going to be once I did that. So that was kind of a fluke… that the bummed hip
made me retied early which gave me a chance to forget all this other stuff. So once I retired right
away Jim Cunningham and Phil Novak and I created a colloquium course around Big History
because I guess I went right back to Sister Patricia and she said what she did was colloquium
courses so I think we called the whole thing Whole Earth History… not quite sure about that but
you can see it in my notes. I taught the history course, Jim Cunningham taught the history of
evolution, and Phil taught comparative world religions and we, you know, taught it at least three
times maybe four times and we kept refining it and improving it and loving it and the students
were very receptive to it. But then of course we didn’t have a textbook so that was part of the
reason why I wanted to be teaching it was. I also then started writing a textbook or a book… I
didn’t know whether it was going to be a textbook or a journal trade book but anyways it was
going to be my account of the whole story and so I produced chapters and you know try them out
with the students and that really helped me write the book and helped me teach the course and it
was just a wonderful experience. The colloquium courses were designed to be interdisciplinary
and designed to let the faculty create things they were interested in so it really worked. Well, and
then that led up to the time when the faculty… that was in like 04, 05, 06 right in there, and then
I think it was 2010 when the faculty wanted to revise the freshman requirement, and by that time
I don’t think I was teaching anymore and I contacted Phil to ask him who was on that committee
and he had already decided that he was going to make a push for something like Big History and
so he said well you are so he put me right on it which I never sure was really legal cuz I wasn’t
really on the faculty anymore but nobody asked any questions and we just went on and Mojgan
was the chair and you know that was just the luckiest break in the world ever. Mojgan had never
heard about Big History before but Phil and I filled her in pretty fast and within a few days she
comprehended the implications that would be from that curriculum and then with her right skill
presented it to the faculty and listen to their objections and problems and really worked it out so
that the faculty could now support it. Please remind me of your question. Did I answer it?
Reid: Yes, you did and really it's more of just to capture any thoughts and remembrance of the
times so that’s why I’m letting you go on and on. I don’t want to interrupt you but I am curious
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what your impression was of Dominican in the 1980s vs. the 90s and I know there was a change
in the administration during that time vs you know… you don’t have to go up into now that
might be too much time but especially what it was like back in the 80s and 90s: What it was like
to teach there? What kinds of students we had? Any thoughts on that?
Brown: Not too many because our students were post-B.A. students and as I remember maybe
even most of them were adults changing their careers. There weren’t too many straight out of
college so we had a very select group of students that probably didn’t reflect the general
population at Dominican and I wasn’t teaching any undergraduate courses… or very few. I mean
once I was in the History Department I taught one or two. So I really had basically no contact
with undergraduates and I didn’t pay much attention to the overall administration. I just paid
attention to our department. And, you know, Barry was very stable but he was eventually
replaced by somebody else who wasn’t… well he was maybe a better administrator but wasn't
nearly as collegial. So, I had a very close relationship with Sister Samuel and Sister… who was
the Vice President, or Provost, I forgot what she was called? She interviewed me for the job and I
adored her. I was just so impressed with the highly developed leadership among women. It was
very rare in those days it made me feel very glad to be there. You know, I’m not catholic in the
background. Well, I grew up in the Methodist church but as an adult, I haven’t been very
religious. So you might expect me to be turned off by the Catholic heritage but I wasn’t at all I
was thoroughly impressed with the women leadership, with the progressive ideas of particular
women of Dominican. The fact that they were a safe haven for people from Nicaragua… is that
it?
Reid: I believe so?
Brown: Yeah, I mean it's clear that they were part of the progressive branch of the Catholic
church, and by that time I understood that almost every institution has its progressive side and its
conservative side. So all that made me feel very much at home and, of course, Barry was a red
diaper baby so at least there was this clear diversity that was more than tolerated but actually
encouraged. So I guess that’s all I can say about the college in general. I just didn’t have as much
content…
Reid: And what about the ELI program?
Brown: Yeah, we just found that file. I have already forgotten but it was a course in the pathways
program, it was an evening program for adults, and ELI stood for…
Reid: Experience, learning, identity
Brown: So it was a course for adults coming back into education to help them think about their
own identity, why they were coming back. It was almost a therapeutic course which I was invited
to help teach with Marleene Jones and it's just something that I… There was this psychologist
Bob Schukraft who had really designed this course and he was a psychologist and a therapy and
that’s how it got its basic structure. Marlene and I just totally loved doing it because we really
reached our students in the most personal way maybe not in the most academic way but it did
seem to be a way that was very effective for them and, of course, it was a night course so I was
burning candle at both ends. There were a few nights when I slept in my office cuz it was just too
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much to drive over here and then be back at 8 o’clock for the morning. So all I can say is that I
love doing that and loved the adult students but again it was not the undergraduate population.
What other courses did I teach? I taught one about the history of education and it may have been
in colloquium with Fran Lepage and we were focusing on diversity so I taught students about all
of the great African American educators and they were blown away they had no idea. Racism is
so deep in our culture, they had never heard of these people. So that was very gratifying, I think I
only did that once. I also taught a course on the Vietnam War and that was a fabulous course
because I decided to make the main project that each student would interview somebody who
was involved in that war and do an oral history and then present it in class. Well, a lot of these
students had parents or uncles who had fought in the war and had never talked about it. So talk
about therapeutic. All this stuff came out and then they chose people across the whole spectrum:
resisters, fighters, nurses, I can’t even remember it all but by the time we had all of these
presentations we had this marvelous canopy of the whole experience so it was a very powerful
course…
Reid: Do you have any idea where that material is now?
Brown: Well I know there’s a photo with a syllabus. Where…
Reid: Did they do recordings or anything?
Brown: I don’t think they recorded it, I think they wrote papers and then presented them in class
and probably they got their papers back so probably we don’t have anything. Well, we can tell as
I talk about this I just love teaching, and Mojgan and I talked about this yesterday. I fall in love
with every student, I just see their individuality and their talents and you know I’ve learned quite
quickly that students don’t learn from you if you’re making fun of them or saying hurtful things.
They learn if you’re supportive, encouraging, and connecting with them in a personal way and I
learned through it with the whole class. I just loved it, it was just like Central Casting: there
before me were all these incredible characters, and then of course I would try to teach my student
teachers how to do that and they would say how do you know all those things? And I was like
well I just look at the student… I couldn’t explain how I learned how to do it but I did and that’s
what made teaching so exciting.
Reid: In my research, I did find an article from 1991 in what was then called the Dominican
Quarterly which I believe was like the alumni newspaper and there was something called Step 2
so the youth from Marin City came to Dominican to do like an educational, vocational summer
program and it mentioned you as one of the organizers… is this ringing a bell at all?
Brown: Very vaguely.
Reid: it was Barry and you and somebody else who I’m forgetting. I just thought I should ask her
about this but if you can’t remember that’s okay too. It seemed like it was just a one-off summer
program.
Brown: It might have been. One thing I can remember is that I got my first answering machine
on my phone and it was full with messages about some kind of summer program and I was
like… So I’m afraid I don’t remember my reaction.
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Reid: That’s okay. Something else I wanted to ask you about was your relationship, and you
talked about this briefly already, your relationship with the Sisters. Was there any particular
Sisters that you had a relationship with through either teaching or just friendship?
Brown: Well, yes particularly Sister Samuel I met her at the first opening picnic and of course as
anybody would be I was completely impressed with her and later on together we sponsored the
Amnesty International club or program or something… I think we wrote letters for people who
were in prisons so I actually worked with her on that project for some time but I can’t tell you
when that was but probably in the early years when I was there. I’m still not recalling the name
of the sister I was close to who was the Vice President… She was in charge of academic
programs.
Reid: Sister Aquinas?
Brown: Yes, of course, and she interviewed me for the job. She made her coffee the same way I
did through a filter. Anyways, something happened about that made me absolutely connect with
her. And then she and I were the only two people who were invited to the inauguration of
[unclear]. So I guess I didn’t really have any close activities with her but I always respected her
and felt close to her. Well, the other one is Sister Patricia of course because she was the
department head and we often had meetings at her house or apartment in Mill Valley. Well, first
she was living in Berkeley actually way back so I always felt very close to Sister Patricia. She
was a big feminsit, she’s a great historian and you know we just got along real fine.
Reid: Is there any other particular faculty member or staff member that you had a special
relationship with that you’d like to talk about?
Brown: Well, actually I’m not very comfortable talking about people because obviously I’m only
going to say nice things so I can’t be completely frank and I don’t want gossiping about people,
in general, I don’t do it. It doesn’t seem appropriate. I liked everybody for who they are and I
figured out how to get along with them. I’m particularly pleased with… that I was able to get
along with some that I disagreed with quite strongly. I don’t want to name anybody.
Reid: You don’t have to. I was just wondering if there was somebody special you had a nice
working relationship with or if there were any unique or funny memories, not necessarily about
anybody in particular, but just things that happened on campus or anything like that?
Brown: It's far enough back now that it’s a little hard to bring that up… I always enjoyed the
graduation programs that we planned. There wasn’t room on the stage in Meadowlands to have
all our students so we had a second program in the auditorium… whatever the building is…
Reid: Angelico.
Brown: Angelico and we faculty in the Ed Department planned those and we always had… when
the saints come marching in and we some jazz band play to play it but I’m not sure who and we
had a wonderful time… And then Barry, Barry loved food and so we always had a very gala
lunch-in at the end of every year, often at Madelene’s house where we’d have lobster… I mean
we really did it upright. Well, and then I made a tradition of cooking a Brazilian Feijoada for all
the students and Marry used to tease me that that’s why I married Jack because my house over
there wasn’t big enough to have a group of big dinners so I needed a big house and yet how did I
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do that I have no idea? 30 to 35 people and I’d be chopping up the whole thing but I obviously
liked doing that. So those were occasions that really just cemented the life that we had together
as a department. It was extraordinary. You know it was an extraordinary devotion to our students.
Many academics are more devoted to their careers, and their writing, and research and all of that
and students are kind of you know doing what they have to do but that’s the difference at
Dominican the students were at the center and we got promoted on whether the students were
pleased with you, that was clear. So anything else you did do was on the side, it was better to get
along with the student. So that was the context that worked for me and that I appreciated deeply.
Reid: Is there anything else you want to add that you can think of?
Brown: I don’t think so…
Reid: Well, thank you so much Cynthia it has been really amazing talking to you.
Brown: I’ll tell you one last funny story.
Reid: Yes, please.
Brown: There's commuting involved from over here and of course I’m always trying to improve
my time so I thought I ought to listen to tapes or something you know to use this valuable time
while I’m commuting. So I decided to get tapes of June Jordan reading her poetry. I put in the
tape and headed over to Dominican and the next thing I knew I was in downtown San Francisco.
I’m so captivated by words and particularly poetry that I just went on automatic in my mind… I
had no idea what I was doing and I was listening to June Jordan’s poetry. So then I realized I
won’t do that anymore and now I have to tell you one more funny story.  One day I walked into
the Ed office and our administrative assistant was Ginny O’Connell who was an amazingly,
wonderfully, brilliant spirit. And Ginny took one look at me and said Cynthia what have you
done to your hair? So then I felt my head, I had lathered up my hair to wash it in the bathtub
which is how I do it and I had forgotten to rinse it. So I got out of the tub, I got dressed, and
drove all the way over there while this lather dried on my head. Can you believe it? So Ginny
said, well Cynthia now I know that you’re fully qualified to be a full professor. I was coming up
for review and I had proved my absent-mindedness. That’s one of my favorite stories about me.
So I went straight to the bathroom, rinsed it all out, and was ready for class.
Reid: Well thank you so much again, I really appreciate it. It’s been very lovely talking to you
about this. Thank you.
Thank you, my dear. You made it all very easy.
Reid: Oh thank you.
